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What is a Legislative History?

ÅAll the documents that surround the passage of a particular Act 
(limited to a particular Congress). This is the focus of this 
presentation. This is the formal legislative history.

ÅAll of the above, but including similar legislation and background 
documents from previous Congresses. This broader view goes beyond 
the formal legislative history to general public policy issues that span 
multiple Congresses. 



Elements of Legislative History

ÅCongressional Debate

ÅCongressional 
Bills/Resolutions

ÅHistory of Bills

ÅCongressional Hearings

ÅCongressional Reports

ÅCongressional Documents

ÅPresidential Signing 
Statements

ÅCRS Reports

ÅCBO Cost Estimates

ÅCongressional Committee Prints

ÅAny of the Above from Previous 
Congresses

ÅArchival Papers from Members 
of Congress

ÅCourt Cases



Why do Users Want Legislative Histories?

ÅTo understand ambiguities in legislation

ÅTo discover what motivated lawmakers to pass legislation

ÅTo understand where legislation fits into a public policy issue

ÅTo understand successes or failures of outcomes of legislation

ÅTo understand the social or cultural influences upon legislation within 
a particular slice of time



Where to Find Legislative Histories

ÅPublished books and journal articles

ÅHeinOnline(U.S. Federal Legislative History Library)

ÅProQuest Legislative Insight

ÅProQuest Congressional

ÅMany parts of legislative histories can be found in Congress.gov and 
Govinfo.gov. Most of our focus today will be on these two resources.
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Legislative Histories Look Back at what led up 
the passage of a Law
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ProQuest Legislative Insight: The Best Tool for Leg. Hist.

But not all libraries can 

afford this product. This 

presentation emphasizes 

how to do legislative history 

research with freely 

available sources.



The òpoor manõsó legislative history can be found as an 
endnote to Public Laws (94thCongress, 1975 onward).

H.R.6 - Energy Policy Act of 2005 ðP.L. 109-58



Overview of Finding Legislative 
History Resources, part 1

Doc Type Congress.gov Govinfo.gov Other

Bill text Search or browsebills/resolutions. All actions 

links to text

Searchor browsebills/resolutions . 80 versions 

(https://www.govinfo.gov/help/bills) 

Debate Search or browse by date (Daily ed. 1989-

present).Also linksto FT within context

Search or browseDaily ed(1994-present) or 

Permanent ed(1873-2015). Bill no.as òhookó

Hearings Link to congressional reports to see if hearings 

held

Look at reports to see if hearings held Search CGPfor hearings not in Govinfo.gov.

Reports Find link to report under òAll actionsó in billSearch by Rpt. no. tofind Leg.Intent SearchCGPby Congress-report number.

Documents Rarely Search CGPby Congress-document number.

Committee Prints Search by broad topic and limit to comm. prints

https://www.congress.gov/browse
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/BILLS
https://www.govinfo.gov/help/bills
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-record/116th-congress/browse-by-date
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/CREC
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/crecb
https://catalog.gpo.gov/
https://catalog.gpo.gov/
https://catalog.gpo.gov/


Overview of Finding Legislative 
History Resources, part 2

Doc Type Congress.gov Govinfo.gov Other

Presidential Signing Statements Date signed included, but have to search CPDin 

Govinfo.gov

Get signingdate from end of PL and search CPD Unofficial: American PresidencyProject

Public Law Linkedto from bill; search for or browseall PLsUse bill no. or PL no as òhookó. Browseor search 

òPublic and Private Lawsó

US Code --- Find codification in PL margin. Then usecitation 

lookup, or browse to section.

Find codification in PL, or in TableIII of 

House USCode; annual òrollbackó if desired. 

Hook is Stat citation.

OutcomeResources (GAO/CBO/CRS) --- Onlyselected GAO rptsfrom 1994-2008. Best to 

search GAO.gov

GAO.gov

Crsreports.congress.gov

CBO.gov

https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/app-categories/written-statements/presidential/signing-statements
https://www.congress.gov/search?q=%7B%22law-type%22%3A%22public%22%7D
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/PLAW
https://uscode.house.gov/table3/table3years.htm
https://uscode.house.gov/
https://www.gao.gov/
https://crsreports.congress.gov/
https://www.cbo.gov/


Bill and Resolution Text 

Easily retrieved from either Congress.gov or Govinfo.gov



Debate in the Congressional Record

Congressional Record debate is also linked 
to from within Congress.gov



Congressional Reports: The Gold Mine for 
Legislative Background
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Legislative Intent from Reports
H. Rpt. 115-117



Congressional Hearings
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Perhaps not so important to attorneys, but very important to social scientists, public 

policy interests, and students writing policy papers.



Most Difficult Aspect of Legislative History Research: 
Finding Hearings
ÅNo reference to hearings in Congress.gov or in Congressional Calendars

ÅSelected hearings are in Govinfo.gov, but not connected to legislative 
histories

ÅEndnotes of Public Laws make no references to hearings

ÅProQuest Legislative Insight mentions hearings in the contemporary 
Congress and previous Congresses, but not everyone is able to afford this 
product.

ÅProQuest Congressional lists hearings in their Legislative History module 
(1969-present). This is the online version of Congressional Information 
{ŜǊǾƛŎŜΩǎ CIS Annual, which is functionally superseded by ProQuest 
Legislative Insight.



Legislative History Information within Hearings 



Finding References to Hearings in Reports

ÅGovinfo.gov ðsearch using bill number as hook

ÅS. 802 (114thCongress); June 12, 2015

ÅNo reports were issued

ÅBut, using Congress.gov, we see that a òRelated Billó was H.R. 
2100 (114thCongress).



Find Out about Hearings in One of Three Ways

ÅCongressional Reports: òHearingsó heading in text of 
report

ÅSearch Govinfo.gov Hearings database for Bill no. in 
the right Congress.

ÅHouse or Senate Committee website



Documents & Committee Prints

ÅOften not associated with legislation, but there are some times when 
ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƴƻ άƘƻƻƪǎέ ǘƻ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ 
legislation. You just have to forage around. 

ÅAs an example, see the PQ Legislative Insight Leg Insight for PL 115-
141, the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2018.
ÅAmerica First: A Budget Blueprint To Make America Great Again. H.doc.115-18
ÅRequest for Additional Fiscal Year 2018 Funding and the Necessary Authority 

To Address Ongoing Recovery Efforts Due to the 2017 Atlantic Hurricane 
Season, Communication from the Director, the Office of Management and 
Budget. H.doc.115-80

ÅhǾŜǊ пл ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ǇǊƛƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ tv [ŜƎΦ LƴǎƛƎƘǘΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻ άƘƻƻƪǎέ 
exist to retrieve these.
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Usually US Code citations can be found under the Short 
Title in the PL, or later in the law.


